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by preschool age children • The study focuses on a current linguistic 
controversy dealing with the relative adequacy of syntax-based and 
semantics-based theories of linguistic competence, evolving an 
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language development and preoperational thought ♦ The 
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"adaptive egocentrism" hypothesis proposed by Piaget. (SB) 



♦ Documents acquired by ERIC include many informal unpublished ♦ 

♦ materials not available from other sources. ERIC maJces every effort ♦ 

♦ to obtain the best copy available. Nevertheless, items of marginal ♦ 

♦ reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the quality ♦ 

♦ of the microfiche and hardcopy reproductions ERIC makes available ♦ 

♦ via the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). EDRS is not ♦ 

♦ responsible for the quality of the original document. Reproductions ♦ 

♦ supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made from the original. ♦ 



ERLC 



U.S. DEPAHTMCNT Of HEAtTH. 
EDUCATION A WELFAHC 
NATlONAt INSTITUTE OF 
EDUCATION 

THIS DOCUMENT HAS &EEN REPRO* 
OUCEO EXACTLY AS RECEIVED PROM 
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN- 
ATING IT POINTS OP VIEW OR OPINIONS 
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE- 
SENT OPPICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OP 
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY 



SEMANTICS, SYNTAX, AND SENSE: 
TESTING AN "ADAPTIVE EGOCENTRISM" HYPOTHESIS 



Darlene Weisblatt Mood, Ph,D, 
Wayne State University College of Nursing -permission to reproduce this copv 



Center for Health Research 



Mood 



TO 6RIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING 
UN06R AGREEMENTS WITH THE NATIONAL IN- 
STiTUTe OF EOUCATION. FURTHER REPRO' 
OOCTION OUTSIDE Th6 ERlC SYSTEM RE- 
QUIRES PERMISSION OF THE COPYRIGHT 
OWNER" 



i 



RtGHTEO MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY t 

Darlene Weisblatt 



>*Paper presented at the Eighty-Third Annual Convention 
of the American Psychological Association 
Chicago, Illinois 
August 30 - September 3, 1975 



SEMANTICS, SYNTAX, AND SENSE: 
TESTING AN "ADAPTIVE EGOCENTRISM" HYPOTHESIS 



Darlene Welsblatt Mood, Ph*D. 
Wayne State University College of Nursing 
Center for Health Research 

The purpose of the present study is to examine the effects of varying 
the semantic content of active and passive sentences along a dimension of 
"personalness" on the comprehension of those sentences by preschool age 
children • The study focuses on a current linguistic controversy dealing 
with the relative adequacy of syntax- and semantics-based theories of 
linguistic competence, evolving an hypothesis of "adaptive egocentrism" 
based on Piaget's theories of language development and preoperational 
thought. 

Syntax-based linguistic theories, exemplified by Chomsky [1957, 1965) 
and the generative grammarians [ e,g, , Lenneberg, 1967: Katz & Postal, 1964], 
conceptualize the meaning of sentences [SLIDE 1] as deriving from their 
underlying grammatical relations which are considered innate and universal. 
Such theories would predict that sentences of identical deep and surface 
structures will be equally well understood regardless of semantic content as 
long as select ional restrictions are observed and vocabulary is controlled ♦ 
Sentences of similar deep structure but varying surface structures — for 
example, active and passive forms—will be equally well understood only if 
the learned transformational rules are controlled* 

Semantics-based theories, such as those proposed by Lakoff [1969] and 
McCawley [1968], agree with the transformational nature of language, but 

[] Brackets indicate supplemental information, not to be read, 
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argue that the underlying base is semantic rather than syntactic, originating 
with a proposition or intention. Various writers in this school have also 
argued with the rigidity of Chomsky's notions of selectional restrictions and 
ordered transformations. The semantic-based position would predict that 
semantic variations and extralinguistic factors could sy s t ema t ica 1 ly in- 
fluence comprehension, although specification of relevant semantic factors 
has been limited. 

Slobin [1966] demonstrated that the semantic feature of reversibility 
of sentences influenced the ease with which children could respond to a 



had shown active sentences to be easier to process than passive sentences, 
Slobin's subjects had no more difficulty verifying non-reversible [SLIDE 2] 
passive sentences than actives. The expected differences in performance 



tences; that is, sentences in which either noun could logically be the actor. 

Slobin also observed that true negative sentences were much more dif- 
ficult to verify than false negatives. Others [ e.g. , Gough, 1966; Hay- 
hurst, 1967; Herriot, 1969] have confirmed the effects of variations in the 
semantic features of reversibility and veracity in sentence processing 
performance. 

In the present study, a dimension of "personalness" was explored as a 
relevant semantic feature. Personal sentences [SLIDE 3] describe a parent- 
child interaction utilizing the subject's name and his own parental labels 
as the nouns. Impersonal sentences contain familiar— that is, easily identi- 
fied — human and animal characters as nouns. This personal dimension was 



picture-verification task. While Savon and Perchonak 




between active and passive sentences were only observed with reversible sen- 
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selected on the premise that one could extend Piaget's construct of egocen- 
trism , as well as his position on language and thought, to make predictions 
of preoperational children's performance on ^Sj^^ask^!**^ 

Egocentrism research has focused on the inability of the child to per-' 
form cognitive tasks because of the ^iency of the child *s own perspective. 
Typical of this research has been Piaget's [1955] observations of children's 
language behavior, and the work on spatial relations tasks WJ^iaget & In- 
helder, 1956|, This^^non-adaptive ^Mtbf of egocentrism, however, may not 
fully describe the intellectual development of the child. Since Piaget's 
general position is that development is adaptive, preoperational egocentrism 
may serve an adaptive function for a limited period of the child's develop- 
ment, hypothesis then is that maximizing the opportunity for a child to 
bring his own perspective to bear on the solution to £ cognitive task will 
maximize his ability to assimilate the requirements of the task to his exist- 
ing cognitive structures . In the context of the present investigation, the 
child's ability to ^cognize the meaning of a stimulus sentence dealing with 
himself will be g-reatBr than his ability to cognize the meaning of similar 
sentences dealing with others, even when the "others" are familiar characters 
which he can readily identify. 

The present sample consisted on 120 children selected from five nursery 
school - day care centers in Ypsilanti and Ann Arbor, Michigan. Ten boys and 
10 girls in each of six age categories, ranging from 2-1/2- to 5*-years, were 
studied. Subjects were homogeneous with regard to economic status, hetero- 
geneous in race with non-white subjects distributed across age and sex groups. 
Subjects were required to select the one of a pair of drawings [SLIDE 4] 
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which corresponded to a stimulus sentence, ^^ach child was given four Per- 
sonal, four Impersonal-Human, and four Impersonal-Animal reversible sentences 
half of which were passive. Personal-item drawings were sex-appropriate. 
All nouns were pretested for ease of identif iability • Verbs, appropriate for 
either human or animal nouns, were constant across semantic conditions. 

Results of a four-factor ANOVA [Slide 5] indicated that Personal sentences 
were significantly better understood than either type of Impersonal senten- 
ces which did not differ. The next slide [Slide 6] shows this difference quite 
nicely. This observation was true for both transformationally simple, that is, 
active, and complex, or passive, sentences, [Back to Slide 5] Active senten- 
ces were better understood than passives, and younger children generally per- 
formed more poorly than older children. No differences associated with sex 
were observed, and none of the variables interacted significantly with each 
other. More detailed examination of the Age by Syntax interaction, however, 
revealed [Slide 7] a significant quadratic trend, or "dip", in response to 
passive sentences around age 3 1/2, replicating a finding reported earlier by 
Bever [1970], supporting his theory that 3-year-olds equate Noun-Verb-Noun 
with actor-action-acte d upon regardless of voice. 

While these results would support the proposed "adaptive egocentrism" 
hypothesis, a second study was conducted to rule out an alternative hypothesis 
of "focusing of attention." Turner and Rommetviet (1967, 1968] reported an 
improvement in children's production and comprehension of passive sentences 
when their attention was focused on the acted-upon — that is, the logicaJ. ob- 
ject — as a stimulus. Huttenlocher, Eisenberg, and Strauss [1968] reported 
differences in reaction time in response to passive voice instructions in a 
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toy placement task depending on whether the child was holding the actor- 
or acted-upon toy» Tannenbaum and Williams [1968] reported similar attention- 
focusing facilitation in the production of passive sentences by adults* 

Since studies in selective attention — for example, Broadbent's 1962 
report in Scientific Americarj — suggest that a subject's name is a strong 
attention-getting device, the results of the first experiment might be attri'- 
buted to the presence of the child's name in Personal sentences. 

To explore this possibility, 36 of the children (six at each age level) 
were retested on a revised form which contrasted Personal items [SLIDE 8] 
which had a high probability of occurence in subjects' lives with low proba- 
bility items which described cither the child or familiar unrelated human 
characters interacting with animals • Nouns from Experiment I were rearranged 
to form possible, but improbable, items. 

Results of Experiment II [SLIDE 9] replicated. the original study with 
significant main effects of Age, Semantic Conditions, and S3nitactic Form, 
Sentences describing interactions [VBBMi] with high prob^bi^ty of occur- 
ence were better understood than those with low probability, regardless of 
the presence of the subject's name. These results suggest that a perceptual- 
based "focusing of attention" hypothesis cannot account for superior compre- 
hension of the Personal sentences in the first study. General familiarity, 
indicated by ease of identif lability, is also unable to account for this out- 
'come since all nouns in both studies were familiar. It appears that direct 
experience with sentence content is a -necessary .condition for improved com- 
prehension, supporting the cognitive-based "adaptive egocentrism" hypothesis. 
Furthermore, these results provide additional empirical evidence for the 
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reality of a semantic base for linguistic competence and identifies another 
relevant semantic feature. 

While additional exploration into the nature and extent of item person- 

'^f*ir Jiju\iy\^ with 

alization is needed — for example ,yjparenl» or sibling! rather than subject — 

the methodological implications of the present research, particularly for 
developmental psychology, should be considered. The definition of constant 
stimulus was extended here to include^ constant relationship of stimulus to 
subject rather than an absolute constant. Research strategies which personal- 
ize the stimulus for the child may well be the key to understanding the 
transition of the child from one stage of cognitive development to another. 

Finally, the implications of these results for educators should not be 
overlooked. The observation that children comprehend sentences relating to 
themselves in situations which occur in their real world suggests that "re- 
levance" may be more than a mere ideological abstraction, Although further 
research is certainly needed to determine the generalizability of the present 
results, they do suggest that training for the development of cognitive 
skills — for example, reading — may be facilitated by the use of "personal" 
learning materials with less emphasis on the story book lives of Dick and Jane, 
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